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IFENDU IN TRANSITION 
From Issues-based Approach to one of integrating Direct Assistance 

 
Ifendu for Women’s Development (Ifendu) based in Enugu, Nigeria, is a project of the Missionary Sisters of the Holy 
Rosary (MSHR). It is a non-governmental organization, dedicated to promoting inclusiveness in the society through 
publications, movies, advocacy and training. Ifendu was registered with the Corporate Affairs Commission, Abuja (2004), 
and gained special consultative status with the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) in 2010. ‘Ifendu,’ 
in Igbo language, means ‘the light of life;’ the light that comes from increased social awareness, often experienced as an 
‘eye-opener.’ Ifendu envisions a new world order in which men and women see each other as equal in humanity, operate as 
equal partners, and have equal opportunities for social advancement. Ifendu’s mission is to educate women, men and youth 
to dismantle unjust cultural structures that undermine women’s full human status and to promote women’s full 
participation in all spheres of life on a basis of equal partnership with men.  
 
 

t inception, Ifendu concentrated on the indirect 
approach to social justice issues; addressing the 
roots of women’s oppression and seeking 

positive changes in the society mainly through trainings 
and publications. These activities over time have yielded 
unquantifiable positive results for families, couples, and 
individuals across the country and beyond. With time, 
sharing of success stories and best practices in gender 
relations became part of the trainings and contributed 
further to greater openness to positive changes among 
participants. 
 

n more recent times, 
Ifendu has been drawn 
into direct assistance 
of women in need by 

providential developments 
in two very personal 
ways. One was through 
receiving a donation for 
that purpose. The other 
was through an experience 
of a consultancy among 
women and children who 
live in abject poverty and 
segregation on account of 
ancient harmful cultural 
traditional practices against women and girls in their 
community. Sister Rose Uchem (mshr), the founding 
executive director of Ifendu, narrates her story in this 
way:  

“First, I received a humble donation from my sister 
(Theresa Nnodum) whose husband (Valentine) had died, 
leaving her seven children to mind. In the midst of her 
own pain and grief, she thought of a way of honouring 
the memory of her late husband by reaching out to other 
widows who might be less well off than herself. She sent 
the sum of $200 for Ifendu to take care of widows. At 
the time, we were not into direct assistance (as our work 
was issues-based and we were working at creating a 
more enabling environment for women in general). 
Consequently, I requested a sister of my community 

(Sister Onyinye Ezejesi, 
mshr), who worked at the 
diocesan Caritas Desk at 
CIDJAP, Enugu) to 
identify for me out of those 
who approached her for 
help three deserving cases; 
widows who could benefit 
from this donation. 
Proceeds from the 
currency exchange at the 
time yielded N25,000 and 
a fraction. Touched by the 
donation, I thought to 
myself: ‘if a young widow 
with seven children could 

give that much, surely I too could do something extra.’ 
So I added to it from my own personal allowance to 
make it a round figure of N30,000. 
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That all may have life and live it to the full 

Sr Rose Uchem, interacting with the initial group of five women 
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“I didn’t want to give it all to one person to spend on 
daily needs and end it there. I thought of how it could be 

multiplied like seeds 
planted that could grow 
and provide support over a 
much longer period. So I 
proposed to give it to three 
women: N10,000 for each 
to trade with for three 
months, and then refund 
installmentally so that 
others could also benefit 
from it; with a promise that 

if they repaid it fully, they would get it back again, and 
the amount could be increased. So I met with the three 
women sister recommended – first together and then 
individually – to hear their stories and to assess their 
need as well as get their own sense of what would help 
them. One who was an IDP (internally displaced person) 
on account of Gboko Haram mayhem in the north east of 
the country, refused the terms of the loan, stating that she 
had many children to feed. I let her go. Another, a young 
widow, who accepted the loan made nothing out of it; 
but instead came back, one day, to seek further 
assistance with paying hospital bill for her child in Park 
Lane Hospital Enugu. A third woman who was not 
technically a widow but as 
good as one on account of 
her husband’s state of health 
following a business crash, 
took the loan and made a 
proverbial sixty-fold yield 
for herself. Not only did she 
refund fully on the terms of 
the agreement but looked 
very different and happy when she came back to renew 
her agreement and receive another loan. I could hardly 
recognize her without another introduction. All the tears 
and depression I had seen before had all gone. She was 
beaming with joy and health. ‘So you are now able to 
feed your family on that small amount we gave you?’ I 
asked her. ‘Yes, sister,’ was her answer. I was very 
happy and felt encouraged. She reminded me that I had 
said the amount could be increased if she successfully 

refunded the money. That day 
she received another N10,000 
with a promise that if we got 
more money she would get 
more to boost her business 
which needed to run on 
N50,000 capital.  
 
“When I recounted this story 

to my sister whose initial donation had started off this 
whole thing, at a time her own morale was at an all time 
low, it lifted up her spirits. Hearing how her donation 

had given life to 
another woman 
made her promise 
that she would 
send something 
as soon as it was 
possible for her. 
In less than two 
weeks, she sent 
me another $200. 
Meanwhile, the 
naira had been 
devalued and the 
proceeds from the 
exchange 
amounted to 
N35,000 plus a 
fraction. I talked 
to my community 
(Missionary 
Sisters of the 
Holy Rosary) and 
they agreed to 
give me N15,000 from the community’s Lenten fast 
savings which I added to what I had in hand. All came to 
roughly N50,000. I could give this to five more women. 
But I felt like someone who had 5 million. My thoughts 
turned to the women of Igbo-Eze South. Meanwhile, I 
gave the lady trading with N10,000 another N10,000, 
bringing her capital to N20,000. Now my hope is that if 
more support comes in, she could be upgraded 
incrementally until she can operate on full capacity and 
she might become a donor herself.  
 
“At this stage, I realized that it takes very little to help 
someone. All that is needed is a willingness to give even 
the little one has. 
So I decided to go 
to a rural 
community in 
Igboeze-south in 
Enugu State of 
Nigeria where I 
had worked 
previously in the 
context of OVC 
(orphaned and 
vulnerable 
children) and HIV 
issues where I had 
encountered a very 
pathetic case of 
women and 
children living in 
abject poverty.  
 Theresa on one of her trips home 

Theresa loading harvested cassava unto 
her SUV van in her farm in Imo State 

where she also supported widows 

One of the three women 
recommended to Ifendu 

One of the three women 
recommended to Ifendu 

One of the three women 
recommended to Ifendu 
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“It was in the course of a USAID funded project of 
Management Sciences for Health which engaged me as a 
gender consultant that I met some women and children 
who were marginalized and made extremely vulnerable 
on account of some ancient traditional cultural practices. 
I saw first-hand the very definition of poverty. I was 
familiar with mud 
houses made of 
thatch-roofs but 
never had I seen 
walls made of 
grass. The sight of 
where those women 
lived was a most 
heart-rending 
experience that kept 
me restless and 
thinking the whole 
time, where and 
how can I get 
support for them. 
 
“I made 
acquaintance with Tara, one of such women, and her 
daughter, Tina (not their real names, which I changed to 
protect their privacy). Tara was initially reluctant to let 
me in. ‘What’s the point?’ She had queried. ‘After all, 
she would just look at us and disappear like others who 
had come and gone; never to be seen again.’ That was to 
say that I might abandon them the way others had done 
in the past after 
unduly raising their 
hopes of being lifted 
out of their 
predicament. Tara’s 
one desire was to 
have a decent house 
built. The 
community partners 
who accompanied 
me alleviated Tara’s 
fears when they told 
her that this one was 
different. Thereafter, 
I took various steps 
to cultivate a 
relationship with her 
even though I didn’t 
have anything next 
to what could build a house for anybody. I visited Tara 
two more times and on each occasion, gave her a small 
present. On the second visit Tara lamented that she had 
no kolanut (a gift-sign of welcome) to present to me. I 
told her not to worry and playfully inquired about the 
okpei (a treasured soup condiment) she was preparing 
the last time I visited. In characteristic indigenous 
generosity, Tara dashed into her hut and emerged shortly 
afterwards with a wrapping of okpei balls which she 
offered me. I gratefully took it and went home to my 

convent with it and we used it to make okro soup. 
Delicious! A reciprocal relationship had developed 
between us. Some four months later, Tara herself called 
me on the phone, addressing me as ‘Auntie,’ saying she 
was so so and so, from such and such a place. She asked 
if I had forgotten them. I said ‘No,’ and reassured her 

that I was still thinking 
of her and her 
colleagues; that they 
were still on my mind; 
that my only problem 
was that I had not yet 
got ihe aga eji me ihe k’ 
odi ma oyi (what it 
would take to improve 
her life). I recalled that 
Tara and her daughter, 
Tina, had refused to 
give me their phone 
number when I had 
requested it the first day 
we met. Tina had said 
that it would be after 

they had known me better. Of their own accord now, 
they have taken steps to obtain my phone number from 
my companions and called me. I felt encouraged beyond 
measure. 
 
“So when I got that second donation, I thought of Tara, 
Tina and other vulnerable women, with whom I had 

established a 
relationship, and 
decided to follow up on 
that. I called Tara and 
told her my intentions of 
coming to see them. At 
this stage, I had 
graduated from ‘Auntie’ 
to ‘Auntie-Sister.’ Even 
though I had not got any 
resources for assisting 
her to realize her 
expressed wish to have a 
small solid house (a 
bungalow) to replace 
her present grass house, 
I was going to give her 
whatever I had received 
to support her trading 

efforts to meet her daily needs. Who knows? May be one 
day, she may be able to make enough money from her 
business to build herself a house. I then pointed out to 
her that if I helped only herself without doing anything 
for her friends, they might become jealous of her and 
make life difficult for her. ‘Ya bu n’I ma?’ (So you 
know?), she asked. ‘Yes, of course, I know,’ I said to 
her. Then I asked her to find four others who needed 
help like herself; to make them five in number, and she 
did.  

Sr Rose (with Sussana, Ifendu staff) meeting with the initial group of five 

Sr Rose interacting with Tara during their first encounter 
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“On the agreed date, time and venue, we met and 
interacted together as a group. Then I met with each of 
them individually, to ascertain their circumstances and 
needs. This was with a view to finding out their needs; 
and based on that, to help them possibly with micro-
finance to enhance their business. This step was intended 
to increase their income and thereby improve their living 
conditions. Three of the women said that they traded on 
groundnuts. One said she made and sold plantain chips. 
Another said she bought okpa (cow peas), ground it into 
flour, and sold the flour in cups in the community 
market. Upon inquiry, 
they told me the prices per 
bag/unit of the various 
commodities mentioned 
and that they used to 
obtain them on hire 
purchase from their 
nearest big market, Oye 
Igboeze.  
 
“I then announced to the 
women that I had received 
a donation and that I 
would use it to help them 
pay for their goods. I 
explained to them how I 
got the money: partly from my community’s (MSHR) 
Lenten fast savings and mainly from a donation from a 
widow. Initially, the women were reluctant about the 
idea of repayment. Their reason was that the market was 
not at its best at that time, coupled with the fact that they 
had children to feed and it would be difficult for them to 
pay it back. However, I reassured them that everything 
would be as mutually agreed; that it was a way of 
assisting them. Let them start first at no interest; let them 
take all the profit initially but with time, they might start 
paying a little interest to enable the programme to 
continue. Then they agreed. 
 
“In addition, I proposed to them periodic meetings where 
they could learn to read and write, improve their ability 

to speak and make calculations. The women informed 
me that they had started attending night school (adult 
literacy classes). Tara mentioned that the questions I 
asked her the first day we met about school motivated 
her. I then mentioned that since they had already started 
the night school, I would pass on to their teachers 
whatever I had in store for them. Incidentally, the 
community partners I worked with were among their 
teachers.  
 
“At the end of the meeting, in the presence of the parish 

priest to whom the community 
partners were responsible, I 
handed over the money to one 
of them to pay for the goods as 
discussed and agreed. After the 
trip to Oye Igboeze, the big 
market, I received phone calls 
from both the volunteers and 
from the women; and they 
reported how the purchases 
went, and the women were 
very happy. I have since held 
follow-up meetings with the 
group, and all was confirmed 
as in order. Still going through 
Tara, two more women have 

joined and the group is now seven in number. These two 
are yet to receive assistance; and that will be when any 
new donations come in. My hope for this group is that it 
will grow in number incrementally into a full-fledged 
cooperative society and that the programme will reach 
more women, as more financial resources come in for 
them. I also dream for these women that one day in the 
near future, they would become financially more 
independent; able to improve their situation. It is also my 
hope that as their situation visibly changes socio-
economically, their success story will motivate other 
women in need in that community. Any amount of 
donation to support these aspirations will be most 
appreciated and an official receipt from Ifendu will be 
issued to the donor.”

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

    
    

    
    

For more detailsFor more detailsFor more detailsFor more details,,,,    pleasepleasepleaseplease    contact:contact:contact:contact:    
The Executive Director 

Attention: Sister Rose Uchem, mshr 
Ifendu for Women’s Development, 1B Ihiala Avenue, City Layout, New Haven,  

Box 9677, Enugu, Enugu State, 400001, Nigeria.  
Website:  www.ifendu.org Email address: ifendu52@yahoo.com Telephone: +2348034718951 

“At this stage, I realized that it takes very little to help someone.  
All that is needed is a willingness to give even the little one has.” 

Missionary Sisters of the Holy Rosary Enugu (who contributed to the 
initial fund through their Lenten Fast savings) rejoicing when a 

group brought them gifts on their feast day, 7th October 


